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HOULD I obey the Church, or should I obey 
my conscience, when the two pull in opposite 
directions ? 


(1) Unless I am insufferably conceited, | must 
admit that in general the Church is more likely to 
be right on the point at issue than I am, Her 
teaching has been tested during a period of nearly 
2,000 years in all parts of the world and in all 
ranks of society. I have only a limited experience, 
and cannot avoid being biassed by my upbringing 
and environment. Particularly if my conscience is 
disposed to let me break one of the Church’s laws 
is it likely that I am stretching a point wrongly in 
order to excuse something which I want to do. So 
I need to be strict with myself and see whether it is 
really my conscience that is pulling me in the 


opposite direction to. the Church, or only my 
inclination. On trivial matters I may be willing to 
admit to myself that I am selfish, e.g. in going to 
the cinema instead of visiting a sick friend: I say, 
*T ought to do the one, but I intend to do the 
other”; but on more serious matters I like to 
delude myself that what I intend to do really is 
right, e.g. that that shady business deal is justified 
because otherwise I may go bankrupt and that 
would mean suffering for my wife and children. 


(2) If I give proper weight to the fact that the 
Church’s teaching is against what I think, then my 
conscience itself should balance against its approval 
of my course of action the Church’s disapproval. 
In view of that, ought I to be so self-willed? 
Inasmuch as I am sure that on most things the 


Church is right, isn’t it safer for me to assume that 
in this matter too the Church is right, and to act 
accordingly? This does not mean that I shall be 
acting against my conscience, because my consci- 
ence tells me that it is not such a safe guide as the 
Church of Jesus Christ. 


(3) But is not conscience the voice of God within 
me? Not necessarily. In so far as I “ have the 
mind of Christ” and am trying to live day by day 
in his fellowship, so far it is probable that Christ 
will be speaking to me through my conscience. 
But conscience is like a watch-dog: it has to be 
trained and properly exercised. Otherwise the dog 
will lick the burglar’s hand and bite the postman’s 
leg. Just as an animal needs training to do its work 
effectively, so conscience needs to be trained and 
educated. A Christian home and membership of 


the Catholic Church and study of the Bible are 
ways by which conscience is educated to be a 
trustworthy guide. 


(4) The average person’s conscience is patchy. 
On some matters it is too easy-going, e.g. in 
tolerating “ white lies *’; on a few matters it is too 
fussy, e.g. in mistaking temptation for sin. By 
living as a member of the Church within the 
Christian Family one almost unconsciously 
acquires a more accurate standard of values. It 
emerges by degrees that the sins which if dis- 
covered would get you a long sentence of imprison- 
ment are not the sins which are the worst in the 
sight of God. It is not that the former do not 
matter, but rather that sins of pride and indifference 
to the needs of your fellow men matter more. 


(5) The practice of sacramental confession is a 
great help towards getting a proper standard of 
values. The wise priest is able to correct erroneous 
ideas about the relative seriousness or otherwise of 
different sins. 


(6) But you must always follow your conscience, 
even though you will, if you are wise, be very slow 
to attach more weight to what it says than to what 
the Church says. But if after considering the whole 
matter with the greatest care you still are convinced 
that you are right and the Church and everyone 
else is wrong, then you must follow your conscience. 
You may lose your job, you may have to stay away 
from receiving Holy Communion, you may be 
excommunicated, but you must follow your 
conscience. This is a fundamental principle of 


moral theology, Catholic as well as Protestant. 
You are responsible for what you decide to do or 
not to do. As has been said, it is often wise to 
follow competent advice, even against one’s own 
inclination: many people who are ill would left to 
themselves try to get better in one way, but their 
doctor recommends something quite different and 
they defer to his superior knowledge. Similarly it 
is a mark not of a cowardly spirit but rather of 
common sense to recognise that the Church is 
more likely to be right than you are, and cheerfully 
to obey what she says. Jesus said to those whom he 
commissioned, ‘** He that heareth you, heareth 
me ” (Luke x, 16), and he also said, speaking of the 
light of conscience, ‘“* Take heed therefore that 
the light which is in thee be not darkness” 
(Luke xi, 13), for he knew how great were the 
dangers of self-deception. 
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The picture shows Becket surrounded by the tempters in T. S. Eliot's 
play, Murder in the Cathedral. 
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